The war will drag on and finding solutions is difficult in the absence of a military resolution
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(Translated by Maha Al-Azar)
This futile war, which was thrust upon Lebanon as a result of local and regional decisions, will drag on. Some of these decisions had relied on acrobatics and others were grounded in hatred, bitterness and revenge. This war will drag on because of the power balance that usually emerges between states and [militant] organizations, and because of political reasons related to US impotence in adopting comprehensive policies for the region that would take into consideration the Iranian dimension as well as the Palestinian-Israeli dimension and the calm relations between Israel and Iran as well as Syria and Israel. The United Nations will not find a magic wand to save Lebanon from this dilemma and destruction, and the Security Council will not reach a quick agreement on [deploying] an international “stabilization” force. Indeed, no one has come up with creative and acceptable ideas for helping the Lebanese state take control of its sovereignty via an international force. Moreover, there is a marked absence of courage among the international community that would enable it to take the necessary stances vis-à-vis those groups that are toying with Lebanon. But whatever Lebanon is going through can be considered a new chapter in the relations between governments and [militant] organizations and in terms of what constitutes sovereignty and how it is maintained. Indeed, the concept of sovereignty precludes its sharing among various groups, confining it to one group instead. This means that the state should have exclusive powers over its sovereignty, thus automatically denying the right to any [militant] organization or body to deal lightly with state sovereignty. Otherwise, the organization or militia in question would effectively cancel state sovereignty in the name of liberation and resistance and its unilateral decisions for waging war.

Syria, for instance, has never allowed any organization, movement or body, whether Syrian or Arab, to compete with it for territorial sovereignty. Damascus had resolved this matter from day one, even though it hosts Palestinian liberation organizations or anti-Turkish Kurdish organizations or even anti-Saddam Iraqi organizations. Indeed, the concept of Syrian sovereignty is clear and categorical for the Syrian state—when it concerns Syria not Lebanon, of course.

It seems that the “anything goes” rule in Lebanon has become commonly acceptable for Syria, Arab populists and elitists, who only carry out their resistance in Lebanon. Sovereignty is absent from the Lebanese state and the Lebanese people does not have the right to choose its destiny. Lebanon’s “anything goes” model has become a specimen of the impotence of some Arab populists and elitists, who are allowing Iraq to waste away due to their empty showmanship and disappointing actions, while they are in fact bankrupt.

Desecrated Lebanon has now become a new melody in the song of sorrow which some Arabs, not all, excel at singing. There is another segment of Arab public opinion who understands fully well that the miseries of the Arab world are not solely the result of the Israeli occupation, attacks and atrocities in Palestine and Lebanon, but are also the result of thrusting people in obscure wars for the sake of the Arab “nation,” whether they like it or not.

Today, Lebanon is the victim of the malevolence of both its neighbors—Israel and Syria. It is also being used by Iran as a test for its ambitions for regional grandeur and possession of nuclear capabilities. Lebanon is being destroyed with US, Israeli, Iranian and Syrian weapons and Lebanese “capabilities.”

Up until now, Iran and Syria have only been the targets of verbal complaints and accusations uttered by several leaders. There does not seem to be any indication that the US and/or Israel are prepared to clash directly with either Syria or Israel. Israel is destroying Lebanese civilian infrastructure, under the pretext of cutting off routes used by Hizbullah to replenish its military arsenal from Syria and Iran. However, there is no indication that Israel is planning to engage in a military confrontation with either Iran or Syria at this point.

Israel may be avoiding a confrontation for military reasons. More specifically, it might prefer to confine itself to fighting on two fronts, in Palestine and Lebanon, before activating a third one with Syria. But it could also be avoiding a confrontation because of its conventionally calm relations with Iran, which has never sided with any group that entered into a war with Israel, despite its loud and belligerent claims. In fact, Iranian and Israeli interests have converged in more than one instance, starting from Iraq to the United States.

According to Jewish American circles, the other reason for Israel’s decision not to clash with Syria could be Israel’s comfort with the current Syrian regime which can be considered a “safety valve” against unpleasant “surprises” that could come with a change of regime. It is not clear how much the latter equation has influenced recent developments, particularly since some of the rockets that were used by Hizbullah against Israeli cities had come from Syria. International pundits are wondering whether Ehud Olmert’s government has reached the strategic decision that the current regime in Damascus is Israel’s best bet, considering that Syria has never activating its front with Israel, but opted instead to keep things calm along the border. Moreover, Israel would prefer to keep the current Syrian regime since it prevents the Muslim Brotherhood from reaching power, thus causing unpleasant surprises to the Syrian-Israeli relation. But these pundits are also wondering whether Olmert completely changed his mind with respect to Syria, after it had activated the Palestinian front via Hamas and the fiery statements made from Damascus by Hamas military leader Khaled Meshaal. Also, Olmert’s possible change of heart might have resulted from Syria’s decision to activate the Lebanese front via Hizbullah’s initiative to launch rockets on Israel and kidnapping its soldiers.

The Iranian pledge to defend Syria, as a result of the common defense treaty between them, certainly has an impact on Israeli decisions toward Syria. But there are some who insist that among the options under discussion is the possibility of removing Syria from the Iranian-Israeli and US-Iranian equations. There are those who say that it would be wrong to think that either the United States or Israel actually consider Iran and Syria as Siamese twins, but on the contrary, there are scenarios and proposals being discussed that will prove the opposite in the future. According to this viewpoint, the most recent adventure carried out by the Iran-Syria-Hizbullah axis in Lebanon has led to a new strategy that would deal with each member of the axis one after the other, first starting with Hizbullah, then on to Syria, and then possibly on to Iran. But Iran is a totally different ball game when it comes to American and Israeli calculations and international relations.

What is worth noting is that no one rushed to justify or embrace Hizbullah’s actions. Neither Russia nor China has even urgently called for an immediate ceasefire in the Security Council. Instead, a week passed before the Security Council made a snail-paced move toward any measures. Moreover, in all discussions, none of the countries questioned the state of Lebanon’s complete territorial sovereignty. Consequently, [members of the Security Council] have acknowledged that this war is between the state of Israel and the Hizbullah [militant] organization in Lebanon, and this war cannot be stopped before it resolves itself on the battlefield. And according to this viewpoint, Israel is expected to quash Hizbullah no matter how much this will cost Lebanon, and no matter how long this will take.

International efforts are split between what the various members of the Security Council would like to do and what Secretary General Kofi Annan, who spoke of an international stabilization force, would like to do. Annan seems eager to play a special role in this crisis.

The role which Kofi Annan has started to play has garnered him some criticism and complaint because of the manner in which he dealt with the Syrian government when it refused to receive the three-person team sent by Annan to the region, as long as Terje Roed Larsen, who is entrusted with implementing UN Resolution 1559, remained part of the team. Annan did not tell the Syrian government that the composition of the team is an international concern. He merely ordered the team to return to New York, under the pretext that the Security Council could be used this incident to take measures against Syria should the case arise in the future.

Annan’s stances have sparked greater curiosity since Syria explained that its reason for rejecting Larsen is because he represents UN Resolution 1559, which calls for an end to Syrian intervention in Lebanese affairs and to pull out its forces and intelligence agents from Lebanon. The resolution also called for dismantling and disarming all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. By virtue of complying with Syria’s request to leave 1559 out of the equation while all efforts are being made to implement it, Annan’s behavior prompted a number of questions, especially since he had previously met several Syrian requests.

The team headed by Vijay Nambiar, which included Larsen and Alvaro De Soto, focused on Resolution 1559 and the importance of helping the Lebanese government in assuming full sovereignty over all its territories. The team spoke with the Lebanese and Israeli governments about concrete ideas and proposals that stressed the importance of finding a sustainable solution that would finalize the issue of the Shebaa Farms—which are occupied by Israel, and which the UN considers Syrian, while Syria says they are Lebanese as a pretext for the Lebanese resistance to launch attacks from Lebanon. Meanwhile, Syria refuses to delineate the border with Lebanon, which would allow these farms to be officially considered as Lebanese territories.

The ideas that are being considered by the team, the Secretary-General and members of the Security Council seem to be fuzzy both in content and in production. “What comes first?” and “What is acceptable” are the first two questions that are being discussed in international circles as they look for solutions. Participants in these discussions are even disagreeing on the style. For instance, some feel the need for “creative” ideas while others feel that it would be difficult to come up with “innovative” ideas, and that what’s important is to gauge the extent to which these ideas can offer solutions.

A call for an immediate ceasefire does not seem to be on the agenda of diplomatic activity at the UN. Releasing the two Israeli soldiers is part of the deal but this is not being paralleled with an exchange of prisoners to meet the demands of Iran and Hizbullah.

Then there is the issue of bolstering the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) or replacing it with a “stabilization force.” Other unfeasible ideas are also on the table, such as creating an international force with an executive power that would allow it to disarm militias, including Hizbullah. Even though such a force would work to back the Lebanese Army, helping it to implement 1559, drafting a law that would give it executive powers and finding countries that would be willing to join such a force would take a lot of time. Many believe that, in the meantime, a military resolution would have been reached and would have effectively succeeded in disarming Hizbullah.

The US administration needs a space of time to allow for a military resolution, while the Secretary General’s office needs some space for diplomacy, but it is coming up with dead ideas and struggling with internal disagreements. The Security Council has started thinking out loud but the serious discussions of the available options have not started yet. The only thing that has started is discussion of the direct and indirect causes of the events in Lebanon. The other thing being discussed is how they should reach a permanent ceasefire and sustainable solution. Resolution 1559 is still the common denominator, and the discussions center on how to support the Lebanese state and its sovereignty on its territory, both diplomatically and through an international force. Disarming Hizbullah is still on the agenda but not with the same intensity as bringing in a stabilization force.

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice will be heading to the region, but she will not be carrying with her a global US strategy with respect to Iran or the Arab-Israeli conflict. She will try to build on the Saudi, Egyptian and Jordanian positions which have shown a marked shift in the way Arab states are dealing with [militant] organizations which pull out sovereignty from governments in the name of resistance, declaring wars in the name of peoples that did not produce them.

The US administration believes that Hizbullah is currently being disarmed by Israel because the militia had refused to merge with the Lebanese Army. Once Hizbullah is disarmed, the US believes that it would be important to strengthen the Lebanese military forces so that they would not remain dependent on the international stabilization force that would be entrusted with maintaining a buffer zone. Otherwise, neither the army nor the government would learn to rely on themselves, which is necessary for them [to build a strong state.]

The war will drag on and so will diplomatic prescriptions. The most important thing right now is to preserve the Lebanese state and maintain its sovereignty solely in Lebanon. Anything other than that would cause the country to slip into a worse abyss.
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